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Obituary
essmond Andrew Herbert 1898-1976

It is with sadness that we record the death,
at Brisbane on 8 Septcmber 1976, of Desmond
Andrew Herbert, Emeritus Professor of Botany
in the Universlty of Queensland. Professor
Herbart had a speeial interest for us in Western
Australia as his first appsintment after gradu-
ating B.Se. at Melbourne University was to the
position of Economic Botanist and Plant Patli-
ologist to the State. After taking up hls dutizs
here early in 1918, in duc eocurse he became a
foundation member of the Royal Soeicty of
Western Australin and served on some of lts
committees. He appreciated the importance of
eommunlcating to the State the results of his
seientific researches, and he did this largely
through the meaedium of the Journal of the Royal
Soeiety of Western Australia.

In retrospeet 1t seems almnost Incredible the
amount of botanieal work Herbert published
in the relatively short period that he was
Eeconomie Botanist here. Despite his comparatlve
youth (I believe he was not vet 20 when he was
appointad) his work has the stamp of seientific
maturity, and his paper dealing with the strue-
turea and parasitism of the Christmas Tree
(Nuytsia floribunda), read to the Society in April
1919, is a classie. His interest in the problem
was aroused when, in his eapaclty as Plant
Pathologist, he investlgated the mattcr of a
field of carrots in Como which were starting to
die off when only half grown. Hc found whlite
eollar-like struetures strangiing the earidt roots
and traced the conneetions of these bhack to a
eiump of Nuyisia trees 40 in away. He then began
a careful study of the Christmas Tree and
demonstrated that it could parasitise the roots
of many other plants. His work ended, once
and for all, the long-standing hotanical con-
troversy as to whether Nuytsia was or was not
parasitie, and vindleated the theorztical views of
Harvey. His anatomieal studies of the plant also
led to an understanding of jits curicus grawth
habit. His work on the parasitizm of the Sandal-
wood (carried out jointly with C. A. Gardner,
whose interest In botany he had aroused and
festered followed. Believing that it was essentlal
to have a continuing record of new plants
discovered and deseribed, Herbert nzxt inaugur-
ated a series of papers called “Contributions
to the Flora of W.A."” and un to the end of 1921
four papers had becen published. However, these
three exeiting disecovery years were all that
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Herbert was to spend in Western Australia as
hc aceepted an invitation to the Chair of Botany
In Manila.

It has been pointed out elsewhere {(Presidential
Address, 1971) that the measure of the potential
importanee for Western Australla of botanists
like Herbert, had they stayed longer, is indieated
by the quality of their later work. It may bhe
appropriate, therefore, to briefly outline Dess
Herbert’s contribution to botany in Queensland,
where he joined the University in 1924 and
became the foundation Profecssor of Botany in
1948. His interests now lay more in ecology and
plant geography, and in 1935 he devoted his
presidential address to the Royal Soclety of
Queensland to an aceount of the relationships
of the Queensland flora. In the same year his
presidentlal address to Section M of ANZAAS
dealt with the question of the climatic slfting of
Australian vegetation. Being agaln President of
Section M in 1960 (a rare honour) he reported
on the tropical and sub-tropical rain forests of
Australia. Despite the demnands of teaching and
administration (he was twice dean of the faculty
of science in the University and for many years
the loeal seeretary for ANZAAS in Brisbane),
Professor Herbert published over 40 slgnifleant
seientifie papers and also wrote the highly
suceessful horticultural work entitled “Garden-
ing in warm climates'.

It was through ANZAAS that I first met Des
Herbert In Perth in 1947 not long after I had
arrived here mysclf. I found him to be a stimu-
lating personality, and he had an extraordinarlly
geod knowledge of the vegetatlon of Western
Australia although he had been out of the State
for many years. I saw him frequently after
that at various mectings and profited much
from diseussions with him.

Professor Herbert retired in 1965 and in 1966
he was awarded the C.M.G. for his services to
botany. It ean truly be said that the foundations
for these servilces were laid during his time in
Western Australia and were, in part, expressed
through the medium of our Journal. His eon-
tinuing interest in the seicntifie work going on
in this State is refleeted in the faet that over
the years he retained his membership of the
Soeiety. In 1964 Couneil honoured him by
electing him to Honorary Membership.
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